Nucleus pulposus allograft retards intervertebral disc degeneration.
Autogenous implantation of nucleus pulposus or nucleus pulposus cells that were activated by coculture retards intervertebral disc degeneration, but harvesting such grafts causes disc degeneration at the donor site. This study examined whether nucleus pulposus allografts similarly retard disc degeneration and whether such allografting induces immunologic rejection. Japanese White rabbits served as donors and recipients for allografts. Lumbar disc degeneration was induced by aspirating the nucleus pulposus. Two weeks later, intact nucleus pulposus or nucleus pulposus cells were injected and compared with a sham procedure and normal control. The recipients' discs were examined histologically and immunologically at intervals for 16 weeks. Discs receiving an intact nucleus pulposus showed the least degeneration, followed by discs receiving nucleus pulposus cells, both of which were better than no treatment. These findings correlated directly with the intensity of immunochemical staining for Type II collagen. Allogeneic grafts did not induce any appreciable host-versus-graft response. Injection of nucleus pulposus and nucleus pulposus cells retards intervertebral disc degeneration. However, injection of intact nucleus pulposus is more effective than injection of nucleus pulposus cells alone. The intercellular matrix plays an important, but poorly understood, role in preserving intervertebral discs.